FOOD CUSTOMS

knew - even the slave cook who took a malicious joy in
circulating the story-that 'Ali, the Hadhramauti, was
saving it up for his family.

But the hyena taboo amongst these mountaineers is no
ordinary one. Not only will they not eat its flesh, they will
'not kill it or assist in its destruction. They believe that it
is a magic animal; it is the riding-camel of the witch, and
those who attack it will incur its mistress's avenging hand.
Cows will die or other retribution follow. Thus the Qara
were much exercised to find a hyena's head boiling (my
way of cleaning the skull) in the pot that was usually used
for cooking their rice; Shaikh Hasan, under whose protec-
tion I was, counselled caution, possibly, I thought, as a
sop to his own conscience, for he was an ardent believer
and had vowed to me that he had once come upon a dead
hyena actually wearing ear-rings. Doubtless some bel-
dame, its mistress and a caster of spells, had pierced its
ears and put them in. The same story was vouched for by
the Kathir Shaikh of Dhufar, who called God to witness
that he spoke the truth.

'What is there more succulent than hyena flesh?' said
'Ali to me. 'These men are not like us Arabs, for we of
the Karab and Sa'ar call it kabsh an nabl - the Prophet's
ram. The Prophet himself made it lawful for us to eat,'
and he proceeded to tell me how it came about.

Once upon a time a hyena claimed the young of a
gazelle as its own offspring. Hyena and gazelle appeared
before the Prophet, where each pleaded, 'The young
gazelle is mine.' The Prophet sent them away and told
them to appear before him again the next morning.

And lo! before dawn broke the gazelle came prancing
up to the Prophet's tent.
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